The programme of Luceafărul Theatre in Iaşi announces a new premiere -A Japanese Story, created by Irina Niculescu and John Lewandovski. Watercolour images and live music invite us to a world of metaphors. The story comes to life under the viewer's eyes; the hero offers his breath, his heartbeat, and determines them to follow him in his initiation journey, to take joy and meditate on it.
to convince the professionals in this field that a marionette performance deserves every moment of commitment.
I watch what happens on the stage with the eyes of my mind and soul; it's only this way that I can come close to the meaning of the Emperor's words: "May victory belong to those who fight without ego!". It isn't a mere line, but a sort of confession; Irina and John have searched for a source, they have fought without ego, and they are following their path.
Anca Ciobotaru: Director Irina Niculescu, together with musician/theatre practitioner John Lewandowski, have travelled across the Ocean in order to tell a story to the children in Iaşi. What was it that convinced you to accept this project?
Irina Niculescu: First of all, it is a great pleasure for me to work in Romania, in the Romanian language, my own language. I decided to stage a Japanese story about the strength of the muscles and the strength of the heart, an adventure that has a grain of comedy, the hero of which is a young sumo fighter. In the past years, I've staged tragedies, dramatic performances that ask answerless questions. I've been missing a burst of laughter.
A.C.: Irina Niculescu's directorial journey stretches across the globe. How would you define this journey? I.N.: A great adventure! Interesting! Challenging! A permanent exam! A game.
A.C.: It was your destiny to live both your personal and professional life under the sign of theatre. How did it influence you? I.N.: I don't have an exact answer. I started playing theatre in childhood, when I used to hide behind the table in the courtyard or the curtains in our house. But I would never think of choosing theatre as my life path. I wanted to study medicine, in order to become a neurologist or a psychiatrist. I had passionately prepared for the college entrance exam, then, after three months, I had a sudden change of heart and decided to go for directing, to make puppet theatre. I think I discovered the mystery of the border between animate and inanimate when I was about 5 years old, watching Povestea porcului (The Pig's Story) at Ţăndărică Theatre, enthralled by the magic of the gold bridge, just to discover backstage, in a corner of the stage, that it was, in fact, a simple cloth with yellow spangles.
A.C.: You are the daughter of Margareta Niculescu -one of the founding members of modern puppet theatre in Romania, but also of the International Institute of Marionettes and The National Superior School of Puppets in Charleville-Mezieres; many young people might envy you. How is it to have a famous, strong mother when you also want to build a career in the same line of work?
I.N.: Difficult and complicated! Especially since my mother wasn't particularly happy with my decision to go on this path. She was afraid that I had chosen theatre under the influence of my being close to her; and she wanted me to have a peaceful life, she imagined me sitting home, at a desk, translating books into Romanian. I think it was harder for her than for me. I have always been independent; I did what I wanted, but I secretly wished that my parents agreed. My parents helped me go to Prague for my studies, given that, at the time, there was no faculty of theatre with a puppetry study programme in Romania. The distance, as well as the totally different aesthetics of Czech theatre were good for me. The exigency of Margareta Niculescu, when I came back and worked at Ţăndărică Theatre, was also good for me. I worked hard and passionately. I created a theatre laboratory and devised my own aesthetics. But I had to gather a great deal of successes for Margareta Niculescu -the mother -to be sure that I had chosen well. I didn't pay attention to building a career. Back then, I used to believe that theatre would change the world. Now I smile when I remember. My path was built one step at a time.
A.C.: You have met important figures who set their mark on the history of modern and postmodern puppet theatre; if you were to choose three events, three performances, and three people who have influenced your life, which would they be? I.N.: I've had the chance to meet some of the most interesting artists, who came with new ways of thinking and new poetic means; artists from the world of theatre, not necessarily puppet theatre. Three events: -The first performance I staged in my college years, at the faculty's studio hall -Mihai Dimiu's invitation, in 1980, to join him as his assistant at the directing courses he gave at the Institute of Theatre and Cinematography in Bucharest, nowadays UNATC -Marrying John at Cohasset, near Boston, on the ocean beach A.C.: Last year, the students at the Faculty of Theatre (UNAGE -Iaşi) had the chance of participating at a Workshop, which you had the generosity to conduct: The actor and the puppet; is it just an inspired title or a relationship that you have been preoccupied with over the years? I.N.: In my productions and theatre laboratories, I have always explored two things: the relationship between actor and puppet, which can become a bearer of meanings, and the capacity of the puppet (whatever type it may be) to communicate emotion, be it comic or tragic.
A.C.: Who controls the actor-puppet relation? I.N.: The actor, of course. He prolongs and invests in the puppet. The director is "a guide in the darkness", to paraphrase Peter Brook. Thought and intention come from the director, but the actor is the magician.
A.C.: You have worked with young people both on stage, and in different academia or professional training contexts; what topics did you most frequently tackle? What did they want to experiment? I.N.: I should write a book on this. There is a huge difference between creating a performance and conducting a workshop. When I direct, I generally start from an idea, an unease, an important question that I want to study with the actors. For me, the thought that I want to communicate, a truth about life and the world, or a question are of great importance. My characters and my performances are bearers of meaning. I try to instil the need of a meaningful theatre in the young people I work with. But when I stage a performance, the impulse comes from me, I am the one who wants to materialize her thought and I work in complicity with the actors. It is a totally different thing when I give a course or a workshop. As a professor, I am totally dedicated to the young artists and I try to guide them in discovering and expressing their thoughts. Some of the topics I have been tackling are:
-the theatrical essence of each type of traditional, or so-called classic, puppet -the relation between the type of puppet and dramaturgy -the diversity of the process of creating a performance and the necessary landmarks -the architecture of performance and its instruments -the desired impact on the audience It might sound pretentious, but, basically, I work in a practical manner: games, exercises, improvisation on different themes. Young people want to create their own projects and they are preoccupied with finding the best poetic means that serve the idea they have chosen; the relation between content and form. The most difficult stage is choosing the theme they want to tackle. Then, choosing the poetic means they are to work with. At some point, they discover that the process is profound and not at all easy. Sometimes, they are so enrapt in their work and their struggle with all types of questions that they forget about the audience.
